A cynical view, expressed by a local union leader, 5 is to appreciate that this award was made by CHKS, a hospital benchmarking organisation that started within the King's Fund 25 years ago, but was acquired by Capita plc in 2009; 6 the award represents 'the private healthcare industry patting itself on the back . . . People must look behind the headlines to see what is really happening.'
Is that fair criticism? The NHS Choices rating, to which one might look for confi rmation based on patient opinion, is indeed less glowing, with an only respectable rating of 3.5/5, but that is the consensus of a mere 63 volunteered opinions. 7 The Care Quality Commission registered Hinchingbrooke's services in 2010, but states that they have not yet inspected it. 8 The top quality of care award is judged from a panel of 12 medical indicators such as length of hospital stay, mortality, cancer waiting times and patient-reported outcomes, 9 and that must be considered a probably more robust assessment than an accolade based on subjective opinion of an appointed panel.
So -how was this arguably unprecedented turnaround achieved? Commentators have highlighted the appointment of predominantly clinicians (11 out of 14 seats) to the Board, coupled with an immense effort to gather and act on patient feedback (a 20-fold increase numerically). 10 One visiting journalist commented on Toyota-type innovations such as 'Stop the Line', empowering staff of all grades, and summarised the philosophy as '[nothing] brilliantly original -simply . . . free to act according to common sense. Involve staff in decisions. Make sure that doctors and nurses can run things'. 11 Is it really as straightforward as that? Few stories have quite such simple morals. Yet whatever the other infl uences at work in this hybrid private-public management system and this employee co-owned private company, whatever the vagaries of award ceremonies, and whatever the precise cause and effect relationships, the happenings at Hinchingbrooke demonstrate a powerful correlation between empowerment of clinicians, listening to patients and enhancing quality. ■
